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(57) Abstract: The present invention provides methods lor 
detecting the presence or absenee of a difference between 
iwo related nucleic acid sequences. In the methods, a tar- 
get nucleic acid and a reference nucleic acid are contacted 
under conditions in which they" are capable of forming u 
four-way nucleic acid complex with a branch structure that 
is capable of migration. Under the contact conditions, if the 
reference nucleic acid and large! nucleic acid are identical, 
branch migration is capable of going to completion result- 
ing in complete strand exchange. If the reference nucleic 
acid and targei nucleic acid arc different, branch migration 
does not go to completion, resulting in a siable four-way 
complex. Dcteciion of the stable four-way complex identi- 
fies the presence ol a dillerence beiween the nucleic acids. 
A stable four-way complex can be delected with molecules 
that specifically bind such complexes, by gel electrophore- 
sis or by specific isolation of the stable four-way complex. 
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